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Drug Involvement and Academic Striving 

Malcolm Kahn and Kenneth Holroyd 
University of Miami Counseling Center 

In May, one of my research assistants mentioned some of the data 
from this study at a Florida Psychological Association convention symposium. 
The following day, the Tampa Tribune published an article with the head- 
line, "Drugs Dropped Grades, University of Miami Research Shows." As 
you will see, this research does not show that drugs dropped grades. 
Neither does It show that use of drugs Increased grades. What this study 
attempts to do Is to clarify the relationship between drug Involvement 
and academic accomplishments. 

The most commonly used Index of academic achievement has been Grade 
Point Average (GPA) , which provides an objective, unbiased estimate. In 
a relatively early study conducted In 1965-66 at California colleges, Blum 
(1969} found that drug experience was not a useful predictor of GPA or other 
academic Indices. In contrast, Suchman (1968), working at a West Coast 
university, reported more grades below a 2.5 average among drug users than 
abstainers. The study by Goode (1971) at a S.U.N.Y. campus falls to sub- 
stantiate either of these studies. Goode found the highest grades among 
casual marijuana smokers and lowest grades among heavy marijuana smokers. 
Surprisingly, abstainers obtained grades only slightly higher than the 
heavy users. A survey of such studies by the National Commission on Marijuana 
and Drug Abuse (1972) led to no definite conclusions concerning the relation- 
ship of academic achievement and drug use. 
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Th« dl8erep«ncl«» In guch past etudlea o«n be attributed to factors such 
as changing patterns of drug uae and variability among different campuaes 
and locales. In addition, the tdlfferent criteria of drug experience are 
important. Some studies such as those of Qoode and Suohman merely dif- 
ferentiated Ss aooording to marijuana use Khile falling to consider the 
degree of overall drug Involvement. Clearly, the nature of student drug 
use has been constantly broadening so that consideration of involvement with 
the whole range of drugs must be evaluated. Another possibly Important 
factor ignored in some of these studies has been sex differentiation. 

Aside from the aforementioned problems, inany past studies overlooked two 
factors Which clearly affect a student's academic achievement, his aptitude 
and hia degree of aatiafaction with his performance. It is conceivable that 
theae two faotora could be related to drug use in a different way than actual 
achievement. For example, finding that low achievers had relatively low 
aptitude *;or that they were aatiaf led with their gradea could be quite meaning- 
ful in attempting to Ijiterpret data linking grades and drug involvement. 

Academic aptitude haa received some previous attention as a correlate of 
student drug use. In 1968 Kenlston observed that drug use haa been more com- 
mon at elite aohoUla with highly capable atudents. Much current evidence exists 
which aeema to Indicate that Keniston's observations are no longer applicable. 
For example, Milman and Anker (197I) found an Inverse relationahip between 
high achool claaa standing and drug usage in college. The current study 
utilired a measure of aptitude for college which waa administered to the 
Ss imioedlately before they began their college careers. 



METHOD 

Subjtots and Procedurei 

Twenty ruales and twenty fensalei fron. each of the undergraduate clasBea at 
th« UnlTcralty of Miami were randomly selected from the registrar's directory. 
Sampling and data collection were completed during the IQ71-7 2 academic year. 
Of 160 originally selected Ss, 144 or 90^ voluntarily participated In this 
atiidy. Participants Included 77 males and 67 females. 

A structured interview, the College 3ehavlor Questionnaire (CBQ, Rockway 
& Kahn, 1971), was administered to each S. The CBQ, which is individually 
administered, was designed to elicit detailed, but quantifiable, information 
about students' attitudes and experiences concerning the use of Illicit drugs. 

The information that was obtained enabled the researchers to rate each 
S from 0 (no Involvement with drugi) to 7 (heavy Involveir.ent with drugs) on 
the Drug Involvement Scale (Holyrod * Kahn, 15'72). This scale has been found 
to prov^e a valid and highly reliable estinite of drug Involvement. In the 
formation of groups for this study, Ss in** the category 0 and 1 were labeled noi 
users (NU), Ss in categories 2 and 3 were labeled moderate users (MU) and 
Ss in categories 4,5,6, and 7 were labeled heavy users (HU). There were 2? 
female and 26 laie NU Ss; 30 fernale and 2? niale MU'Ss, and 13 female and 22 
male HU So. 
Measuree 

The measure of academic achievement was the cumulative OPA obtained by Ss 
as of the end of the spring semester, 19^/2. The traditional four-point scale 
was used. Academic potential was estimated thro|lgh the percentile obtained 



on the total reMidlng score (Re) of the Coopentive English Test (lytO), a 
test j^iven each entering; Miami stirient in group f orn. during freshn«n orienta- 
tion week. This scale has been found to be a useful predictor of academic 
success In numerous stiidies (Webb & McCall, 1953; Jensen 6. Clfeirk, 1^:'5'0. An 
estimate of each S^s degree of satisfaction with his academic perforirance was 
obtained from the following CBQ question: How satisfied are you with your 
academic perf oriiiance at the University of Miami? Responses could range on 
a five-point scale frou: very dissatisifed to vei^y satisfied with interrr.ediate 
labels provided. 

RKSUI.TS 

An analysis of variance is presented in Table 1 which assesses differences 
between HU Ss, MU Ss, and NU Sa in GPA, Re, and satisfaction with acaden.lc 
achievement. Scores for Ss of each sex were analyzed separately. The age 
factor was included to ascertain that the groups were comparable on this 
variable. 

The data Indicated no group differences in academic attitude. However, 
the r^U Sa of both sexes tended to score soinewhat higher than their counter- 
parts. Also, no differences were obtained on the age factor. 

In regard to academic achievement, HH males obtained a significantly 
lower OPA than NU males. (P/ .001). HU fenftles fared almost as poorly as 
the males by obtaining. a 2.17 mean average. However, this mean sfeore was 
not significantly lower than the scores of the NU feirales. 

HU females, however, were found to be significantly less satisfied with 
their academic perf orrranoes (P^ . CCl ) than NU ferales. In contrast 
no differences were found among the uiale drug rjroups on this variable. Sur- 



prtaingly. In fact, the meftn icort for HU rialei vas slightly higher than that 
of the other .two /'ale ^^troups oi thii variable. 

InniieV Table I here 

The flndlngB fron' this study suggest that the relationship between drug 
Involveriient and academic etrivlng ia rather coinplex. It aeema clear that 
ijiale undergraduates at the l^iiverslty of Miami who are heavily Involved with 
drugs obtain lower grades than drug abstainers. Tliis trend is highly 
significant end has endured durin::^' the past few years (Rockway & Kahn, 1^71; 
Stein ft: Kahn, 17(2)- This difference cannot be explained in terirs of ap- 
titude since the abstainers and heavy users are comparable according to the 
results of a pre-college entrance exam. 

A clue to the basis for this disparity can be found in results relative 
to the question concerning satisfaction with grades. Despite their low 
scholiatlc averages and their adequate ability .levels , male heavy users 
tended to be slightly more satisfied with their acaderr.ic perf orrfiances than 
abstainers and moderate users. One cottld speculate that these male heavy 
users are not highly motivated to succeed in traditional achievement areas. 
This speculation is supported by Schooler, White, and Cohen (l^"72) who in- 
terpreted the personalities or dru^i; users to include lack of respect for 
traditional values and goals. 

The results differed in an important way for females. While coed heavy 
users tended to obtain worse grades than their nonuser counterparts, they 
were quite dissatisfied with their performances. This dissatisfaction 
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oould h« tttrlbuttble to a Keneml tendency toward fielf-fxritlclsii!, to 
parental pressure! for hl^^h grades, or to unreal'lstlcally high expectations. 
At any rate, this evidence Indicates that female heavy users do not reject 
traditional goals to the same extent as iraie hea\y users. This finding Is 
probably associated with the greater degree of difficulty among post-adolesceni 
females in separating emotionally fron. their families. 

".ecause of their .dissatisfaction with thenselves, whatever the cause, 
fer;iale heavy drug users n)ay be an excellent target group for counseling. 
Certainly, It is conceivable that their dissatisfactions with themselves 
could be a contributing factor in their use of drugs at potentially self- 
destructive levels- Counseling might be aimed at reducing the dissatisfaction 
associated with the use of drugs. 

The results of this study have a nurriber of implications for future research 
In this area. The differential findings for ir^les and females in this study 
seen meaningful. Thus, future investigators of college drug use should be 
careful to avoid combining both sexes In data analysis without considerln.e 
possible sex differences. The findings also suggest that factors such as 
motivation would be useful to consider along with actual achieve:?-ent . The 
current, study may have limited generality; thus, it Is hoped that such 
factors wil3 be included in studies at other campuser. Finally, future 
studies of academic striving and dru.^ involvernent mig>it also include per- 
sonality -easures such as need or expectancy for aohleven:ent . 



TABLE 1 
ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR 
ACADEMIC FACTORS :AND DRUQ INVOLVEMENT 
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2. m 
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Males 
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Males 


20. 5 
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20.1 


1.3 


Females 
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20.6 


19.7 
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